
23 September 1987 - 

D r .  Joshua Lederberg 
Rockefe l le r  U n i v e r s i t y  
1230 York Avenue 
New York, NY 10021 

Dear Josh: 

Lea f ing  through a new book on space i n  the bookstore r e c e n t l y ,  1 
ran across a quota t ion  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  you t o  the e f f e c t  t ha t  we cannot 
e l im ina te  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  present l i f e  on Mars because V i k i n g  sampled 
on ly  two places. Assuming t h a t  t h i s  a c t u a l l y  i s  Your op in ion,  l e t  me 
make a f e w  p o i n t s  tha t  convince me tha t  we would not  f i n d  l i f e  on Mars 
even i f  we turned over e v e r y  r o c k .  

The V i k i n g  evidence on the quest ion o f  Mar t ian  l i f e  i s  f a r  
stronger than i s  suggested by the f a c t  t h a t  we sampled on ly  two s i t e s .  
The data on the pressure and composit ion o f  the atmosphere a r e  
themselves s u f f i c i e n t  t o  r u l e  out  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  l i q u i d  water 
anywhere on the Mar t i an  surface--a r e s u l t  t h a t  reduces the p o s s i b i l i t y  
o f  present l i f e  on the p lane t  t o  near zero. Add t o  t h i s  the s t r i k i n g  
conf i rmat ion  o f  the pre-V ik ing  p r e d i c t i o n  tha t  OH r a d i c a l s  are formed i n  
the atmosphere c lose  t o  the sur face,  and the discovery o f  the 
consequences t h a t  t h i s  has had f o r  Mar t ian  sur face chemistry--and the 
idea t h a t  there may be l i f e  on Mars begins t o  sound i r respons ib le .  
S t i l l  more might be said--about the planet-wide dust storms and t h e i r  
relevance f o r  the sampling quest ion,  about the i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  shortwave 
u l t r a v i o l e t  w i t h  sur face m a t e r i a l s ,  etc.--but I w i l l  spare YOU. 

I n  shor t ,  the case against  l i f e  on Mars i s  based as much on 
g lobal  phys ica l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the p lanet  as on the two samples. 
The samples s imply  confirmed the expectat ion der ived  from the phys ica l  
data. 

I sometimes wonder what our ideas about l i f e  on Mars would have 
been l i k e  i f  the Lowel l ian  i l l u s i o n s  had not  been perpetuated by l a t e r  
generations o f  astronomers and i f  these astronomers had, instead, made 
honest observat ions o f  the planet--as they began t o  do soon a f t e r  
p u b l i c a t i o n  of  the h i s t o r i c  1964 paper by Kaplan e t  a l .  Would there 
have been a b io logy -o r ien ted  V i k i n g  mission? Would YOU and I have spent 
a l l  those years on t h a t  miss ion? Would we now be arguing about the 
question o f  l i f e  on Mars? I doubt i t .  I t h ink  tha t  the b e l i e f  i n  l i f e  
on Mars i s  l i k e  r e l i g i o n :  i t  i s  acqui red i n  e a r l y  ch i ldhood and, once 
acquired, i s  hard t o  f r e e  onesel f  o f .  And i t  i s  harder f o r  some than 
f o r  o thers.  
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Your comments would be o f  i n t e r e s t .  By the way, a l l  the above 
i s  documented i n  my book. I f  you have not  seen i t ,  l e t  me know, and 
I ’ l l  be g l a d  t o  send you a copy. 

Wi th  best  wishes,  

/N. H .  Horowitz  


